INTRODUCTION
Autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by impaired social interaction and communication, and accompanied by repetitive and stereotyped behavior. The characteristic impairments (Table  1) may be accompanied by mental retardation and/or epilepsy (Lord et al., 2000) . The condition manifests within the first 3 years of life and persists into adulthood. In the majority of cases, there is no unequivocally normal period(s) in the child's development; usually, social development is markedly delayed and deviant, and language fails to appear or progress normally. In a smaller group of cases, parents report a period of normal development followed by an insidious beginning of the disease manifested by regression, occasionally abrupt, in the child's language, sociability and play (Tuchman et al., 1991) . In rare cases, these symptoms are associated with regression in motor skills and other evidence of motor dysfunction. After a plateau that usually lasts for some months, the child's development resumes, but in most cases, never returns to its previous level: some children are left nonverbal, severely withdrawn and mentally deficient, while others fare better, although complete recovery is rare (Cohen & Volkmar, 1997) . Generally, autism is diagnosed at about 2 years of age, when the child begins to participate in organized social settings and his or her social behavior appears to be aberrant. However, the deviant behavior characteristic of autism may be detected earlier. For instance, using developmental delay, poor facial expression and failure to make eye contact as indicators, Hashimoto and colleagues were able to screen for autism at 6 months (Hashimoto et al., 1995) . In addition to behavioral findings, some specific movement abnormalities may be traced very early in life, long before the other autistic features become evident (Teitelbaum et al., 1998) .
Autism is now recognized as a heterogeneous syndrome with a broad range of behavioral symptoms and severity. According to a recent classification, a spectrum of autism-related disorders are collected un-
